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What makes an experience life changing? 
Can transformational gatherings be designed? 


It Doesn't Take a Spell 


We have all taken part in a gathering, a ritual, or an adventure that felt unrewarding or 

downright upsetting to be a part of. Then there are those experiences that take us over the 
moon, experiences that remind us of who and 
why we are. They seem to transform us. Those 
experiences feel like magic, but it doesn’t take a 
spell to make them happen. 


Seasoned experience designers, self-identified or 
not, tend to employ similar strategies. They 
share no common language for what they do, but 
there are clear patterns to what makes an 

intimate social experience transformational, particularly when it comes to introducing risk, 

which I've found to be an inherent element of such experiences. My search for the patterns of 
transformation started with a stark example of what happens when these moments 
desperately need design, but have none. 


The Undesigned Funeral 


So this is what an embalmed corpse looks like, | thought as | stood over the middle-aged man 
lying in his coffin. It was my first funeral in many years, and facing a stranger’s dead body 
proved easier than facing the crowd milling about under the rosy lights of the funeral parlor. 


The deceased man’s eldest daughter Pamela invited me even though we barely knew each 

other. Pamela and | met at a cocktail party. She overheard me chatting about my interest in 
learning from sex parties, funerals, and wilderness trips. “Well, would you like to come to a 
funeral on Tuesday? My dad died,” she offered rather flatly. | was stunned and accepted 


Let's call the deceased man Philip. Phillip passed away unexpectedly from a sudden illness. In 
the absence of any instructions, his family reproduced what Phillip had done for his own father 
who also left no instructions when he passed away half a decade prior. There was no service. 
No one got up to speak. Everyone just gathered at the right funeral parlor and went to the right 
cemetery. 


The Thai side of the family are Buddhists. “They weren't aware of the embalming,” said Pamela, 
who is Phillip’s daughter by his first wife. She's part of the white American half of the family, 
raised Catholic though largely not practicing. Phillip’s second wife was Thai. According to 
Pamela, the Thai side of the family didn’t realize that following what Phillip did for his father 
could run counter to their own religious practices. 


1 approached the coffin shortly after a grief-stricken young man, another of Phillip’s children, 
introduced himself and invited me up with him. His invitation was abrupt but shockingly 
courageous, not unlike Pamela's offer for me to attend in the first place. Again, | accepted. 
Maybe he was trying to discern if | was one of his half-siblings, as there were several at the 
funeral he had never met before. We established that | was just a friend of Pamela's, though 
the uncertainty persisted as he confused Pamela with Pricilla, another half-sibling by yet 
another mother. We cleared that up and stood silently in line. The fumbling encounter scared 
tears of mourning out of the man’s eyes. He looked distressed about failing to find emotional 
sanctuary in the crowd. I yearned to be more helpful but could think of nothing better to do 
than stand by his side as we waited for our turns at the casket. 


I found sanctuary from the simmering social anxiety as I stood over Phillip, examining the 
wrinkles in his hands and the shape of his eyelids closed over the mortuary eye caps used to 
keep them shut. But | wasn’t grieving for him like everyone else in the room. I shuffled on, 
shaking the hands of a line of sad Thai women, and wondered if | should find Pamela or go hide 
in a corner. 


Phillip’s funeral seems like an impossible situation to design for, with varying cultural 
backgrounds, religious practices, family secrets, and individual wants colliding in one room. But 
the need for design was so apparent as the collective grief surged through the gathering like 
water from an unrestrained firehose. 


There must be a better way to let Phillip go. 


Why Transformation 


We live in an age of hyper- 
accessibility, where nearly anyone is a 
video call away and the whole world 
can read our tweets. Despite this, we 
feel increasingly isolated from each 
other as we hole up in social pockets 
of people similar to us, surrounded by 
information that affirms our world 
view. We are always accessible, and 
yet we are usually isolated. 


How to gather used to be common knowledge. The immaterial architecture of our societies was 
built on it. And yet, we're losing the middle ground between accessibility and isolation, where 
we can gather together in intimate contexts around critical life moments. 


In previous eras, social gatherings and ritual experiences were the domain of religious 
institutions, cultural organizations, or the state. Now, they increasingly fall within the realm of 
design as it expands to address challenges of human emotion and connection. Experience 
design offers a possible solution to our fundamental human craving for connection and 
meaning in the face of increased isolation and diminishing social cooperation. 


Designers of the 20th century made huge strides in creating beautiful, comfortable, useful 
environments for people with the means to access. One downside to this success is an aversion 
to risk, which has created unanticipated cultural poverty. What would it be like if designers 
changed things up by helping society's most privileged groups turn away from the comfortable 
objects and environments that they have put so much effort into creating? What would those 
people then be able to turn toward? 


Sex, Death, and Survival 


1 have been going on adventures with sex party purveyors, avant-garde morticians, and 
seasoned wilderness guides to discover what makes an intimate social experience truly 
transformative. These experience designers are adept at bringing people into contact with 
aspects of the world and themselves that they are most estranged from but stand to gain the 
most by reconnecting with. In these extreme cases, | have found powerful commonalities for 
how to gather people together in life changing ways. 


Inspired by these insights, | put together a series of design steps and a supporting vocabulary. 
This design reference is an attempt to draw from the deepest roots of culture while honoring 
the new reality that a faster, more fluid future creates for us. 


My hope is that with the vocabulary in hand, designers will be able to push their craft to new 
levels and find a common language with one another, while non-designers will better 
understand the essential parts of transformative experiences so they can more easily create 
them in their lives. 


Designing Dangerously 


Sex (Parties) 
The crafting table is messy by The Dirty Gentleman’s standards, but we're almost done 
assembling monthly packages of naughty photos for members. The rest of the room has slipped 
into sexual play on the couches and in the side rooms while a few of us finish embossing 
envelopes. The young man across from me at the crafting table is faltering in his crafting duties 
as he receives a blowjob from a woman who has ducked under the table. The man looks me in 
the eyes, and I notice a tingling sensation though my shoulders and up my neck. Am | aroused 
by his gaze, the smell in the room, or the woman under the table? | can’t tell. There's a lot going 
on. 


Our host, known simply as Mr. Gentleman, approaches to check on our progress. “This is Lady 
Q,” he says to me, introducing a petite woman in her late 40s. “Now, Lady Q, you are to do 
whatever Miss Ida tells you. Why don’t you start by reading this handwriting manual aloud to 
her. Don’t stop until she tells you,” he says. What is happening? | wonder. How do | handle this 
interaction? Lady Q sits down next to me and begins to read aloud, though her poor eyesight 
quickly troubles the activity. “Should | run to my car,” she asks, “to fetch my eye glasses?” She 
looks at me submissively, awaiting instructions. Is this a coincidence, | silently ask myself, or has 
Mr. Gentleman correctly sized up my sexual predilections on my first visit to the monthly 
gatherings even before I've done anything overtly sexual? Lady Q is still looking at me, waiting 
for instructions. What do | do? 


Sex parties are a deceptively accessible starting point for how to design transformative 
experiences. Creators of culture, from game designers to theater producers to movie directors, 
want to produce pleasure-inducing experiences where people are able to explore things they 
otherwise hold themselves back from. Few of these culture creators deal as directly with the 
raw material of human desire as the sex party purveyor. Unlike my other examples of funerals 
and wilderness trips, no extreme environment or tragic event is needed to make a sex party 
happen. You just need the right people in the right mood. 


Being honest, with yourself and with those dear to you, about what gets you off can be 
challenging. First, there is the challenge of discovering exactly what it is you like and then, there 
is the challenge of communicating that to others. The stakes in the bedroom are high. The 
stakes at a sex party are even higher. 


A sexual play party is not simply a party where sex happens. Many of the purveyors I talked to 
shy away from the term “party,” preferring “social,” “gathering,” or even “masquerade.” Some 
of the events don’t even suggest that the goal is to have sex, but rather to create a permissive 
atmosphere for sexual exploration. What ties this group of experiences together is the creation 
of a space for social connection in the context of diminished sexual taboo. Sex parties can be 
private invitation-only experiences where guests are personally vetted by a host, or they can be 
widely-publicized events accessed by buying a ticket. They can cater to a particular sexual 
orientation or kinky taste, or they can be generalized gatherings meant for those still 
discovering their preferences 


Welcome to: The Dirty Gentleman 

The Dirty Gentleman (TDG) is both a membership organization and the character of the 
proprietor within the world of the organization. Mr. Gentleman, a courteous man in his late 30s 
of average height and average weight who works in business strategy during the day, is 
punctual to the minute. Any occasion with him is accompanied by a direct Google calendar 
invite. His email correspondence is timely and poised. Even before you meet Mr. Gentleman, 
you get the sense that there is a finely polished set of manners this man operates by, and you 
probably should too if you want to connect with him. His movements evoke those of an 
expertly puppeteered marionette, whose gestures are preconceived in full before being 
enacted, yet still smooth and endearing. He dresses sharply but not so sharply as to draw 
attention. He does not come off as eccentric in any fashion. He's just meticulous, and his 
membership organization is all about attention to detail. 


Sexy social gatherings are only the most recent manifestation of TDG, which began as 
photography project in 2009. “It happened that some of the shoots were fun and frolicsome 
and would go in interesting directions,” recalls Mr. Gentleman. Next came a membership-based 
parcel service that sends subscribers fastidiously assembled-packages, including original 
sexually suggestive photographs. The membership base is now invited to quarterly socials, and 
the team, as well as select members, come together on a monthly basis to assemble packages 
and engage in “naughty play” if the mood allows. Mr. Gentleman, in other personas, has been 
organizing events for over a decade. “I come from a firm belief that it’s very helpful at a social 
engagement to have a structure,” says Mr. Gentleman, “whether it’s a craft event or a game 
night or something that provides a framework rather than just randomly tossing people 
together.” 


Indeed, the structure of the monthly gatherings is based on craft activities. Twenty or so people 
come together in a private apartment wearing cocktail attire. Each guest is handpicked to make 


an interesting social mix. While Mr. Gentleman knows everyone, it’s rare that any one guest will 
know more than half of the other guests. A worktable at the front of the apartment 
accommodates six or seven crafters. Everyone else is scattered on the two long couches 
beneath books and paintings with hors d'oeuvres in the middle. Drinks and snacks are self- 
served. The lighting is dim, and the music mellow and forgettable. Gatherings start sharply at 
8pm with chatter, snacking, embossing, and letter-writing. As guests settle in and crafting 
duties subside, clothing is shed, though rarely past fancy undergarments. Some guests may 
disappear into a side room, while others engage in sexual play on the couches. The evening 
wraps up sometime between midnight and 2 AM. 

The goal for guests at TDG is to master the etiquette so that you can connect with people first 
and foremost socially, and maybe then sexually. At the monthly gatherings, there's also the 
expressed goal of assembling the parcels. 


Death (and Mourning) 

“It’s been a busy day. Let me make sure we're ready for you.” Gema disappears through the 
side door of Green-wood cemetery’s reception hall toward the crematory’s retorts in back. “We 
never call them ovens,” she reminds us in her thick Brooklyn accent. 


The three dozen people in attendance range in age from their late 50s to early 70s. Some of 
them are accompanied by younger relatives. They are here to make informed decisions about 
their own deaths. Funeral director and death doula Amy Cunningham just finished delivering 
what she described as a “fast track jog through cremation history,” covering Biblical references, 
Hindu customs, and theosophical eccentricities. 


1 go with the second group of visitors into the receiving area of the crematory. The marble room 
is set with five retorts behind stacked sets of double brass doors. For each retort, the upper set 
of doors open to the cremation chamber while the lower set of doors conceal the retort’s 
machinery. The lower doors are scuffed up from gurneys carrying coffins scraping against them 
repeatedly. When we enter, all the doors are shut. There is a dull roar in the room. | open one 
set of doors to see a heavy black panel covering the cremation chamber. Heat wafts out. Oh, 
that's what the dull roar is, | think to myself. All the retorts are on. We can't see them, we can't 
smell them, but we can hear them. We are surrounded by burning bodies. What did Gema have 
to do to get the room ready for us? 


Every death represents two simultaneous risks. The first is the loss of a loved individual, their 
absence producing a painful void that one must come to terms with. The second is a 
confrontation with one’s own mortality by witnessing the impermanence of someone who was 
‘once living and no longer is, making the reality of our impending demise undeniable. Emotional 
upset over the death of a loved one is unavoidable no matter how much preparation there is 
for the inevitable. 


The modern funeral industry is getting shaken up in America. Funeral directors point to the Civil 
War as the starting point of modern funerary traditions. Managing the overwhelming number 
of dead on battlefields and in camps spawned embalming practices so cadavers could be 
returned to the families in some recognizable form. After 150 years of an increasingly 
commercialized funeral industry, the value of our culture of bereavement is being broadly 
questioned 


A funeral is commonly defined as a social gathering around the remains of the recently- 
deceased individual with the intention of paying final respects. The funeral may or may not 
involve putting the remains to rest, especially in instances of cremation. Putting a body in a final 
resting place is often a component of the funeral where burial or internment is involved. 


Welcome to: A Witness Cremation 

‘Amy Cunningham’s petite stature and warm, inquisitive demeanor make her easy to open up 
to. Her first profession was as a magazine writer. It wasn’t until her parents passed away when 
she was in her 50s that she made a sharp career change to become a funeral director. Decades 
of experience interviewing people and investigating nuanced social dynamics in her journalism 
career transfer seamlessly to the task of assisting grieving families as they decide what to do 
about their recently-deceased loved ones. 


Despite her eager vibrancy in social settings, time seems to slow down around Amy. Her 
attentive care slips over those in her company like a calming shroud. Death doesn’t seem so 
scary around her. Amy enjoys reminding people that it was when the Buddha, as the 
unenlightened Siddhartha, laid eyes on a corpse in the city streets beyond his palace that 
everything changed for him, and he began his journey toward enlightenment. Amy's 
mindfulness extends beyond those in front of her to those already in their graves, as well as 
those she will soon usher along the same path. She is perpetually glued to her cell phone in the 
event that one of her clients in hospice passes away. When her eyes are not on the phone’s 
screen, the device hangs by her side or in her hand so that she may respond as soon as 
someone rings. 


Amy is not a fan of cremation personally. She prefers green burials where the body is simply 
laid to rest in the ground. She offers cremation as an option to her clients because it’s so 
popular, and sometimes a cremation is the most practical option, as was the case with her 
client Elizabeth. 


When Elizabeth’s father unexpectedly died from a heart attack in his hotel room on his final 
night visiting her in New York, events moved fast. “We decided to get him cremated in New 
York. We had to make those arrangements very quickly,” she recalls. At a direct witness 
cremation, the family goes to the crematory and watches as the coffin is put into the retort. But 
before that, Elizabeth and her mother went to Amy's home to prepare in an intimate and 
creative way. “We all sat around decorating the casket. And Amy took pictures of us doing it.” 


Elizabeth describes the scene with crushing tenderness. The sanctuary for creative expression 
created respite from the logistical nightmare of suddenly coordinating a cremation for her 
father away from his home city. 


Elizabeth says that their decision to decorate the casket and do a witness cremation came from 
suggestions Amy made. “There are lots of ways you can get the family to get active in the 
process,” Amy says. “You have to test them out because you don’t want to turn too much over 
to someone who really doesn’t want it. You have to figure out how far they want to go.” 
According to Amy and other avant-garde funeral directors, the goal of a well-designed funeral is 
to help people engage their grief, as uncomfortable and upsetting as grief is. Social norms and 
pervasive taboos about death can prevent people from dealing with the reality of the loss. The 
funeral directors I have talked to aim to create circumstances that make it safe to grieve, rather 
than repress it only to struggle with the process down the road. 


Survival (in the Wild) 

The turquoise Sea of Cortez is full of whitecaps. As we walked our kayaks out of the shallow 
sandbars protecting the mangrove forest, all semblance of forward momentum halts when we 
see the conditions ahead of us. The plan was to cross back to mainland Baja this afternoon, 
passing by a sea lion colony on the way. A crossing won't be possible in these winds. Our guides 
frantically find a place to beach the boats where we won't be trapped by the receding tide. The 
day’s leadership team and our guides disappear up the beach with maps in hand while the rest 
of us mill about lamenting the fact that we won’t be chilling out with sea lion cubs anytime 
soon. 


After about 10 minutes, the leaders return with a new plan. The closest sheltered beach, given 
the wind direction, is 12 kilometers up the west side of the island. Camping there means we are 
closer to a landing spot on the mainland, making it feasible to beat rising wind if we head out at 
first light in the morning. We need to paddle directly into the northerly wind to get to the 
campsite. I do the calculations in my head. Given the distance and the direction of the wind, we 
have at least three hours of paddling ahead of us. While I'm one of the fastest members of the 
group when it comes to gear management, | am weakest when it comes to physical strength. 
Even in calm conditions, my daily paddling stamina craps out between hour three and four on 
the water. We've already done two hours of paddling to round the southern tip of the island 
today. Now we'll be heading straight into 20 knot winds for several more hours. Am I going to 
make it? 


Most members of society are accustomed to living in human-centered environments where a 
high degree of control and predictability are a given. In a wilderness setting, our control is 
drastically reduced, so much so that basic acts of self-care and preservation require substantial 
effort. 


The wilderness has become a removed place to fear, and seek adventure only because of the 
ways in which modern, organized society removes uncontrolled elements of nature from day- 
to-day life. Guided wilderness trips—where group cohesion and exploration of unfamiliar 
territory are core components—require participants to renegotiate their relationship with the 
natural world and their own sense of control and comfort back in civilization. 


A guided wilderness trip is an outing, often over the course of a week or more, where access to 
modern amenities is limited to what the group brings with them. The group tests their survival 
skills against the natural context and learn to efficiently rely on each other to make sure the 
wild doesn’t get the best of them. 


Welcome to: The National Outdoor Leadership School 

The National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) has been taking groups into the wild for over 
50 years. Leslie Appling, a rambunctious woman in her mid-60s who describes herself as a 
“scofflaw,” started leading trips with NOLS in 1983. The even bronze of her tan probably dates 
from then, too. She listens closely as you speak, until she doesn’t because there’s some “neat” 
bug crawling on your shoulder that she'll gleefully draw everyone's attention to. Her laughter 
sounds like the spontaneous outburst of a preschooler or the seasoned chuckle of a sage, 
depending upon which way the wind carries it. It’s never just one or the other, always both. The 
skill with which she administers NOLS’ strict procedures fails to mask her distaste for control 
and regulations. Leslie likes to keep you on your toes because she’s always on hers. By Leslie's 
standards, that’s the best way to embrace what the wild has to offer. 


The NOLS experience focuses on leadership, creating leadership responsibilities that can be 
shared and rotated among the students during the trip. Dealing with the unfamiliar living 
conditions can be stressful not just because people are in nature, but because they have to rely 
on each other. 


“For a lot of people, sustained group living is really challenging,” says Leslie. “It’s not really 
something we do in our life. Usually if there is someone we are living with every day, it’s 
someone we have chosen to live with. Either it’s our family or it’s our partner or it’s our friend. 
Whereas out here, like it or not, you're living with up to 17 other people, none of your 
choosing, not all of whom you are going to click with.” Days tend to be long and full of chores 
like cooking, maintaining gear, and setting up camp. For NOLS, the wilderness trips aren’t just 
about getting in touch with nature. 


A well-designed wilderness trip enables people to show up for each other in ways that they 
don’t in their day-to-day lives. Since people are relying on each other as they navigate their 
individual comfort and skill level, fostering group cohesion is the name of the game. 


She Just Let Go 

After sea kayaking together for a week in the absence of toilet paper, electricity, shelter, and 
‘outside communication, my NOLS team returned to La Paz to decommission our gear and rejoin 
civilization. | spent a day in town saying slow goodbyes to my travel companions as they peeled 
off one-by-one to return home. Early the next morning, | gathered my pack and went to the bus 
station to catch an airport shuttle. In the station’s parking lot, truly alone for the first time since 
I arrived and feeling like the adventure had now come to an end, I spontaneously burst into 
tears. I couldn't quite tell why. | wasn’t overjoyed or devastated. | didn’t feel any obvious failure 
or success to reckon with. But something had changed. Something was washing out of me. | 
kept crying until we were loaded onto the shuttle and the embarrassment of weeping in close 
quarters with strangers made me pull myself back together. 

1 don’t know what I released, the indescribable thing I cried over as | left, but | feel better 
without it. Thanks to the experience, I just let go. 


These seemingly distinct experiences—the sex party, the funeral, and the wilderness trip— 
actually have a lot in common. From those common patterns, we can discern tactics for 
creating life-changing experiences in equally challenging contexts, as well as those with lower 
stakes. 
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Creating Patterns 


Experience design is the creation of 
experiences for the purpose of 
entertainment, persuasion, recreation, 
or human enrichment where the 
emotional journey of the individual or 
group is the focus. 


When at their best, sex parties, funerals, 
and wilderness trips all fall in the ‘human 
enrichment’ category. The most 
stunning commonality among these 
experiences is that the risk posed to the 
participant also poses a chaotic and uncontrollable element to the guide that, if fully tamed, 
destroys the transformative potential of the experience. 


In the case of sex parties, the potentially chaotic element that the guide needs to manage is 
human sexuality and desire. For funerals and post-death customs generally, the risky element at 
play is human emotions around mourning. For wilderness trips, the uncontrollable element is 
the inherently vulnerable nature of human life when put in a context that challenges basic 
survival needs. Additional similarities include: 


«The experiences are interpersonal and require active participation. 

+ The experiences are in some way inexhaustible, in that what the participant 
does and takes away from the experience has such wide variety and depth that 
it cannot be fully prescribed by the designer. 

+ Following sociologist Erving Goffman’s definition of a social encounter, the 
experiences are bound by space, time, goings-on, and co-presence. 


Building Blocks of the Vocabulary 


Without a vocabulary to identify what the possibilities are, improving on the design of high- 
stakes experiences like sex parties, funerals, and wilderness trips is an impossible task. With a 
vocabulary, however, we are better equipped to design transformative experiences suitable for 
complex, modern situations where blueprints from past traditions don’t offer us all the answers 
we need. 


Drawing from game studies, the anthropology of ritual, and positive psychology, I've identified 
the critical building blocks of the vocabulary to be: Risk, The Magic Circle, Experience Structure, 
and Transformation. These parts show up in wildly different kinds of intimate, transformative 
social gatherings. 


u 


Design Steps 


1. Identify the Risk 


Risk is a threat to one’s current state that can destabilize the way things are. Getting specific 
about the risk is your first step to designing an experience. The broad categories of risk 

are social, emotional, and physical, but don’t stop there. Drill deep and get as specific as possible 
about the risk facing the people you are designing for. 


If what initially comes up are higher order risks, like financial, political, or legal risks, look for the 
deeper root of the threat. The root of the higher order risk may stretch back into one of 

the primal risks | discuss here. Addressing the primal risk through an experience can go a long 
way to freeing someone to fully engage the higher order risks they face. 


2. Distill What is Worthwhile in the Risk 


Not all risks are worth confronting. It's your job as the designer to identify if a particular risk is 
actually the deceptive wrapping of a gift that your participants will benefit from receiving. Is 
there something the participants can reconnect with, discover, or open up to by confronting 
the risk at hand? 


Be mindful of cultural norms, life stages, and personal agendas (yours and theirs) when taking 
this step. 


3. Commit To an Experience Structure 


What experience structure is best suited to support the participants in confronting the 
worthwhile risk? At the highest level, options for an experience structure 

include exploratory, progressive, or cyclical structures. The experience structure dictates how 
participants move through the space inside the magic circle. 


You can look at the experience structure as defining the responsibilities of the designer, the 
facilitators (if different than the designer) and the participants. The experience structure is an 
unspoken contract between all parties. What can they rely on you to take care of, and how does 
that free them up to confront the worthwhile risk? 


A consistent experience structure is one ingredient for establishing trust between you and the 
participants, and trust is a prerequisite for enabling transformation. 
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4. Construct the Magic Circle 


Be mindful of the invisible perimeter that your participants need to cross to get into your 
experience and engage fully. Don’t leave the magic circle to chance. Do the work of helping 
them across that perimeter. Once they are inside, keep the perimeter strong so as to keep out 
disruptive elements. In this system, a magic circle can be either conditioned or embraced. 


5. Hold the Space For Transformation 


Once the worthwhile risk, the experience structure, and the magic circle in 

place, transformation can unfold, Holding open the space for transformation is an active 
process. It involves keeping the experience structure functioning, ensuring the magic circle stays 
strong enough to ward off destructive intrusions, and balancing the level of risk with 
participants’ skill and willingness to navigate the challenge. 


I have identified three kinds of transformation; repetitive, acute, and dramatic. Knowing which 
of the three is afoot will help you identify if a struggle the participant confronts in any one 
moment is beneficial or harmful. Generally speaking, struggle on the part of the participants is a 
good thing, and transformation can produce some unrefined moments of struggle. Protect those 
moments. Let them be as raw and vulnerable as they need to be. 


6. Close the Magic Circle 


Given the chaotic nature of transformation and the risks that your participants come into 
contact with, closing the magic circle is a necessary step to ensure their well-being after the 
experience. Otherwise, the difficult and unresolved aspects of what they went through can cling 
to them in a destructive way. 


It’s impossible to resolve everything that happens inside the magic circle. It wouldn’t be magical 
otherwise! But it is your responsibility to make sure participants clearly and fully step out of it, 
leaving those unresolved parts inside the magic circle to be returned to if and when the time is 
right. 


7. Check In 


A light check-in after some time has passed reinforces the safety you are providing to your 
participants. It creates an opening for them to address any issues that have percolated over 
time. You may need to help someone who hasn't fully stepped out of the magic circle, or you 
might need to reassure someone that the transformational change they feel is healthy, even if 
uncomfortably new. 
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Case Study Patterns 


Combining options from each category of the vocabulary creates patterns of transformational 
experiences. Below are the patterns that I noticed in the sex parties, funerals, and wilderness 


trips | participated in. (Read about them in detail on the Designing Dangerously page, if you 
haven't already.) 


Completed case studies: 


Case Study Type Magic Circle Structure Transformati 
The Dirty Gentleman Sex Party Social Conditioned Exploratory Repetitive 
A Witness Cremation Funeral Emotional Embraced Progressive Acute 
NOLS Trip Wilderness Trip Physical Embraced Cyclical Dramatic 


ee 
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The Vocabulary 


The categories of the vocabulary are informed by positive psychology, the anthropology of ritual, 
and game studies. The subcategories are informed by my exploration of sex parties, funerals, and 
from each category, you can create patterns of 


transformative social gatherings. 


Risk 


What is it? 


Risk is any threat to one’s current state that 
offers the potential to destabilize the way 
things are. Higher order risks can include 
financial, political, and legal risks. Primal 
risks threaten our emotional, social, or 
physical well-being. Risk can be closely 
associated with uncertainty, challenge, and 
reward. Exposing oneself to risks in order to 
achieve a goal is what makes an experience 
gratifying. 


While risks are threatening, they can also be 
thrilling. Just because a risk is perceived 
doesn’t mean that the risk is real. Sometimes, the most dangerous risks are those that are not 
perceived. Relying on our unconscious to steer us away from risks makes life manageable, as 
long as we can trust our unconscious to properly identify the risks. Occasionally waking up from 
our unconscious steering can put us back in touch with something enriching and transformative. 


How others describe 


“What people enjoy is not the sense of being in control, but exercising control in 
difficult situations... Enjoyment appears at the boundary between boredom and 
anxiety, when the challenges are just balanced with the person’s capacity to act.” 
— Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Psychologist 
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“Among the general characteristics of play we reckoned tension and uncertainty. 
There is always the question: ‘Will it come off?” 
—Johan Huizinga, Play Theorist 


“| further understand and acknowledge that the activities of the courses have risks, 
including certain risks, which are inherent. Inherent risks are those which cannot be 
eliminated without destroying the unique character of the activities. The same 
elements that contribute to the unique character of these activities can cause loss or 
damage to equipment, accidental injury, illness, or, in extreme cases, permanent 
trauma, disability or death.” 

— National Outdoor Leadership School student agreement 


Design Tips 


The most important decision that an experience designer makes is which risks to let the 
participants navigate themselves, versus which risks to mitigate for them. It helps to identify 
what kind of risk is at play, and if there is something worthwhile in having the participants 
confront it, early on in the design process. The designer can introduce risk management 
strategies to support the participants in getting into the experience and engaging with the risk to 
a reasonable degree of safety. Too much risk management in the wrong places destroys the 
value of the experience. 


In the case of funerals, some of the less conventional funeral directors | talked to criticized the 
funeral industry for taking too much risk out of the experience, and thus interrupting the 
bereavement process. In the case of wilderness trips, how much risk to strip away depended on 
the skill and cohesion of the group, which must be constantly reassessed as participants adapt to 
the conditions and develop prowess for surviving in the wild. At sex parties, risk is managed 
through an intentional and curated guest list and by enforcing a code of conduct. Here, the 
balance of gender, sexual orientation, and social skills can tip the risk scale from tantalizing to 
triggering, or even dangerous. 


Exactly which risks are mitigated is probably the single biggest factor for dictating 
whether transformation is possible. Often, experiences that claim to be transformational fall 
short because they strip out too much worthwhile risk, or they fail to mitigate enough risk to 
help the participant encounter worthy challenges head on. 
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Risk Can Be: Social, Emotional, or Physical 
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Risk: Social 
Definition 


A social risk poses a threat to one’s standing 
with a group. A social risk could damage one’s 
image, sever one’s connections with others, 
or bruise one’s sense of self-worth. 
Confronting social risks can result in new 
tools for creating and maintaining connection 
with others. 


Elaboration 

The risk at a sex party is social. Mr. 

Gentleman, of the “The Dirty 
Gentleman” (TDG) gatherings, uses innocuous examples to describe the risks involved with 
attending sexually permissive events. “Imagine someone broke a rib skiing. Imagine being at a 
party where someone walks up and gives them a giant bear hug. That's not good. Maybe that 
friend has often given them a bear hug in the past, but in the environment of our gatherings the 
example is set to ask if you can hug rather than walking up behind them and giving them a hug.” 


Mr. Gentleman is serious about getting consent for platonic hugs, but it’s not hard to extrapolate 
the benign skiing accident example to an unpleasant or downright traumatic sexual experience 
that would change someone's boundaries around physical intimacy. The code of conduct around 
touch is designed to create safety. 


When it comes to sexually permissive events, the risk is not only in being hurt but in doing the 
hurting. Enacting harmful behavior creates the social risk of shame and ostracization. “There is a 
term for deciding certain people are good or bad, which is ‘Voting People off the Island’,” says 
Mr. Gentleman. “The idea is that you can be in this world until you do something wrong, and 
then you are dangerous and bad and need to go away.” The severity of a ‘Voting People Off the 
Island’ model is exactly what The Dirty Gentleman is designed to counter. The gathering focuses 
on social etiquette so that behaviors, rather than the individual participants, are the focus of 
potential improvement. 


A near cousin to the sexual play party might be a speed dating event, which also poses social 
risk. The real risk of rejection needs to be present in order to arrive at a desirable match. A job 
search could fall under the umbrella of social risk as well, since the search involves clarifying 
your own desires and abilities and conveying those to people who could meet your needs. 
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Risk: Emotional 
Definition 


An emotional risk is present in any 
situation that disrupts one’s emotional 
wellbeing. Emotional risks can produce 
obsessive thought patterns, depression, 
paranoia, or other psychological traumas. 
Confronting emotional risks can increase 
one’s emotional range and resilience. 


Elaboration 
The risk at a funeral is primarily 
emotional. The overriding concern of 
funeral director Amy Cunningham is that 

families have the opportunity to participate as actively in the funerary process as their taste 

allows. They can seize the opportunity to confront the reality of the death, rather than have it 
rush by them. 


“I don't think it was sinister,” says Amy, “but the conventional funeral industry worked very hard 
to take away risk and fear. In doing so, they robbed all of us of any chance to heal and learn 
something from the death. When you are so protected and kept so far in the distance, 5 weeks 
after the funeral you're sitting there thinking, ‘Well what the hell was that all about? I spent 
$15,000, Dad's still dead, and my memories are pretty much of watching the funeral directors 
carrying the casket.” What Amy describes is an instance of worthwhile risk being mitigated too 
directly, destroying the transformative value of the experience. In Amy's view, what was initially 
designed as a relief for the families has backfired. Lack of involvement in the process and 
insulation from the emotional risks of encountering death short-circuit the uncomfortable but 
healthy process of grieving. 


A funeral that requires that participants engage with the risky reality 
of death can have far reaching benefits. Amy says of funeral goers, 
“They have a courage and fearlessness reserved in the back of 
their mind that will serve them for the rest of their life and any other 
death they encounter, including their own. It fills you up, it fortifies 
you in amazing ways.” 
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Risk: Physical 
Definition 


A physical risk is any threat to one’s bodily 
wellbeing and existence. Physical risks can 
cause severe stress on the body, 
irreparable physical harm, or death. 
Confronting physical risk can reframe one’s 
sense of vulnerability in day-to-day life and 
change our relationship to the constructed 
environments we inhabit every day. 


Elaboration 
The risk on a wilderness trip is physical. 
“The big risk is dying,” says wilderness 
guide Leslie Appling with a hardy chuckle. 
“That's the biggie! Or coming home mangled or not good.” Confronting that risk means taking 
personal responsibility for one’s wellbeing and the wellbeing of the group so everyone can get 
through the challenges posed by the wild environment. 


Initially, the group of strangers that gather together for Leslie’s trips is on their best behavior. 
“As people get a little more settled in, they are more willing to express their personal 
perspective even if it will cause conflict,” Leslie observes. “At that point, a group can either work 
that conflict productively and move onto a higher level of performing, or they can avoid it and 
stay stagnant, they can stay stuck in conflict indefinitely, or they can just stay at a low level 
performance.” Stagnation or coasting at low performance levels has consequences in any aspect 
of life, but when the group dynamics dictate the ability to confront the real physical risks posed 
by the wild, low performance can be deadly. 


Closely related to physical risk is the risk of annihilation that can come from any situation where 
the challenges to be confronted are significant and uncontrollable. Situations of group 
leadership in business and activism could pose such risks if a team’s failure to work together 
sabotages everyone's efforts. 
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The Magic Circle 
What is it? 


The magic circle, a term I have borrowed 
directly from game studies, is the invisible 
perimeter between everyday life and an 
experience where different rules of 
engagement are at play. (Anthropologists call 
it the “ritual frame” and contemporary 
mystical practices call it the “container”.) The 
magic circle describes the limits of both the 
formal rules of an experience, and the 
informal norms that an experience allows for. 
It can literally feel like magic to be inside one 
thanks to the seemingly inexplicable shift in 
logic for how things happen and what is 
meaningful. 


For example, when you play a game of cards with friends, you might be able to verbally abuse 
them in ways that would be considered offensive outside the game. In fact, hurling insults at 
each other might enhance the experience of playing together. This is the magic circle in action. 


Sometimes the magic circle has a physical demarcation, such as a door or a boundary line. The 
magic circle can also be bound by time. Physical and temporal limits aren’t enough on their own 
to conjure the magic circle’s power, though. It is the different set of shared behaviors and a shift 
in awareness by the participants that indicate the magic circle has been created successfully. 


How others describe it: 

“The arena, the card-table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the 
tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and function play-grounds, i.e. 
forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain. 
All are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of 
an act apart.” 

—Johan Huizinga, Play Theorist 
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“A ritual provides the frame. The marked off time or place alert a specific kind of 
expectancy, just as the often repeated ‘Once upon a time’ creates a mood receptive to 
fantastic tales... Framing and boxing limit experience, shut in desired themes or shut 
out intruding ones. How many times is it necessary to fill a weekend case to find out 
how to exclude successfully all tokens of unwanted office life? One office file, packed 
in a weak moment, can spoil the whole effect of the holiday.” 

- Mary Douglas, Anthropologist 


Design Tips 


The design of the magic circle dictates which participants arrive for your experience and whether 
they are in the right condition to engage. Just because a participant is bodily present doesn’t 
mean they have stepped inside the magic circle. A well-created magic circle ensures that 
everyone at the experience is truly in the experience. How effectively the magic circle is created 
has a huge impact on whether the participants will be able to move through the experience 
structure successfully 


It is just as important to consider how people get back out of the magic circle as it is to consider 
how they get into it, especially in the case of powerfully challenging experiences where the 
participant might need a few opportunities to process and ground themselves before they 
return to day-to-day life. Otherwise, they may not return at all, remaining stuck between worlds. 
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The Magic Circle Can Be: Conditioned or Embraced 


The Magic Circle: Conditioned 


Elaboration 


Definition 


A conditioned magic circle is 
created by changing how people 
behave together in a particular 
context. The worthwhile risk is 
only produced if people play 
along in a specific way. All steps 
toward the magic circle need to 
coax people into just the right 
specialized behavior. This can be 
conveyed subliminally through 
aesthetics or overtly through 
teaching of a skill or assignment 
to tasks and roles. A conditioned 
magic circle is often associated 
with social risk. 


At the The Dirty Gentleman's (TDG) sexually permissive gatherings, the magic circle is 
conditioned into the participants. The minimalist website and formally addressed email 
invitations are deliberately wordy and precious. “If people don’t read closely enough and they 
don’t pay attention, they have no idea where to go, and they don’t really know what they are 
getting into,” says Mr. Gentleman. Indeed, for my first quarterly gathering, | felt so accomplished 
just RSVPing that I set out of the house properly dressed only then to realize | had no idea where 
I was going. Mr.Gentleman was prompt and courteous with the location by email, and I arrived 
without a hitch. The formality of the etiquette and service of attendants and bar staff help with 


further conditioning the magic circle once participants arrive. 


TDG also projects a very particular style. People drawn to that style are naturally self-selecting. 
Dressing up is certainly a requirement, but once you've been pulled into the world through the 
aesthetic presentation online and then wade through the text to understand how to engage, 
dressing properly feels like a minor hurdle. The world inside of TDG’s magic circle can best be 
described as one of gentility, overtly naughty predilections, and complex fluidity both in roles 


and taste. 
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The Magic Circle: Embraced 


Definition 


A magic circle is embraced when it is drawn 
around an existing reality that is too 
overwhelming to engage without the 
supportive structure of a designed 
experience. The magic circle helps 
participants embrace a reality they 
otherwise avoid or are estranged from. 


In instances where the circumstances are so 
‘overwhelming that they automatically 
create some sort of magic circle, effort 
needs to be put into preparing participants 
for what that space of the experience will be like. Funerals and wilderness trips require that the 
magic circle be embraced 


Elaboration 


For most funerals, the magic circle is somewhat automatically created by the overwhelming 
reality of the death, especially if the corpse is present. The designer needs to create mechanisms 
to allow the participants to embrace the magic circle created around the new reality of the loss. 
Funeral director Amy Cunningham says, “This space [of the funeral and mourning] is a space 
that, believe it or not, as sad as you are, you're gonna miss it. It’s rare. You'll look back. It’s 
luminous. It’s got a glow. And you may feel like you're hating it, but it’s something to marinate 
in. It's not everyday.” 


Similarly to funerals, the context of the wilderness can be overpowering compared to the 
human-centered, built environments that the majority of us spend all of our time in. The 
designer needs to create conditions for the participants to embrace the magic circle of the 
wilderness because we have largely become estranged from it. 


In both the case of funerals and wilderness trips, explicit communication about what to expect 
and how to prepare are all part of helping people embrace the magic circle. 
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Experience Structure 


What is it? 
The experience structure dictates how 
participants move through the space inside 


‘the magic circle. Experience structures can be 
organized by rules that dictate what 


participants can and cannot do di 
experience. Rules can be implicit or explici 
\ But rules don’t mean much without goals and 


possibilities. All of these components are part 
of the experience structure. A well-crafted 
experience structure frees participants to 
pursue goals and possibilities with focus and 
abandon. Anything that could be a wasted effort will have been managed by the risk mitigation 
efforts of the designer and the supportive scaffolding of the experience structure. 


How others describe it: 


“tis here that the individual releases himself to the passing moment, wagering his 
future state on what transpires precariously in the seconds to come.” 
— Erving Goffman, Sociologist 


“Rules are designed to be easy to learn, to work without requiring any ingenuity from 
the players, but they also provide challenges that require ingenuity to overcome.” 
—Jesper Juul, Games Theorist 


“All rules exclude wide ranges of possibilities so that we may concentrate fully on the 
selected set of options. Cicero once wrote that to be completely free one must become 
a slave to set laws. In other words, accepting limitations is liberating.” 

— Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Psychologist 
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“Though we seek to create order, we do not simply condemn disorder. We recognize 
that it is destructive to existing patterns; also that it has potential. It symbolizes both 
danger and power. Ritual recognizes the potency of disorder. In the disorder of the 
mind, in dreams, faints and frenzies, ritual expects to find power and truths which 
cannot be reached by conscious effort. Energy to command and special powers of 
healing come to those who abandon rational control for time.” 


- Mary Douglas, Anthropologist 


Design Tips 


Deciding on an overall experience structure will make more granular decisions about the 
experience much easier to parse. While aspects of each of the structures may all be present in 
one experience, the design will be strongest if one underlying structure is used to lend the 
gathering coherence, stability, and momentum. Within that structure, nuances of the other 
structures can appear, but they only impact a portion of the experience rather than the overall 
logic. 


Failure to commit to an experience structure can create a disorganized or contrived experience 
that relies too heavily on the facilitator to manage, robbing the participants of the pleasure of 
pursuing goals and possibilities for themselves. 


Experience structures are a rich and deep topic. Of all the sections in the vocabulary, this one 
could be expanded greatly. For now, loosening up your view of possible experience structures 
and underscoring the importance of committing to one is a strong starting point. Too often, I 

find experience designers locked into one structure, not considering other possibil 
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The Experience Structure Can Be: Exploratory, Progressive, or 
Cyclical 


Structure: Exploratory 
Definition 


‘An exploratory experience structure sets up 
a space of possibility with no prescribed path 
to engage various possibilities or develop 
their own strategies to navigate the 
‘experience. The conditions of the space for 
exploration may change with time or may remain static. In game design, these kinds of 


experiences are sometimes called sandboxes, a reference to the sandbox you might have played 
in as a child. 


Exploratory experience structures lend themselves well to situations where the participants 
define their goals for themselves. They are also well suited for situations where taking in a wide 
range of possibilities is most beneficial for the participants. 


Elaboration 


At the sexually permissive gatherings of The Dirty Gentleman, the experience structure is 
exploratory. The ground rules and etiquette set the range of possible behaviors on the part of 
the participants, but they are free to initiate activities of their own will. No schedule or pace is 
prescribed, though various areas of the gathering are designated for different activities. How 
active or passive any particular guest is throughout the event can vary widely and is up to their 
own engagement. 
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Structure: Progressive 


Definition 


A progressive experience 
structure has a linear path, 
where one thing follows 
another. There may be different 
paths for different participants, 
or they may all follow the same 
path. Regardless, participants 
begin somewhere and progress 
to an end through a series of 
prescribed steps. 


Progressive experiences are good for situations where one occurrence or activity builds on the 
previous one. They are also a good option when a sense of clear progress helps the experience. 
Generally, progressive experiences define the goal for the participants. 


Elaboration 


The funerals that Amy Cunningham directs are progressive, in that a series of events unfold as 
decided upon in advance in collaboration with the main participants. Choices about how events 
should proceed and what participants do at them are presented in a staged manner, mapping 
the process of mourning onto the progressive steps for disposing of the body. 


Choices about what happens when are decided by the mortician, even in a more traditional 
funeral. Amy has a strong bias towards active engagement, offering families the option to hold a 
witness cremation, or decorate the casket, or dress the deceased body. “Definitely the more 
people do,” says Amy, “the more they engage, the more they enter and observe the physical 
changes of the body and go back in time to a period of history where bodies were part of the life 
of the household, the more the bereavement trajectory is altered for the better.” 
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Structure: Cyclical 


Elaboration 


Definition 


A cyclical experience involves the 
repetition of certain parts or actions 
within the experience itself. The 
cyclical nature of the activities may 
produce a change in the 
environment, or it may produce a 
change in the participants. 


Cyclical experience structures are 
good for skill acquisition in the 
participants. They are also good for 
creating awareness and intimacy 
through repetition. 


The National Outdoor Leadership School's trips are cyclical in structure. While each day of the 
trip may vary in terms of context and challenges, the same set of basic tasks are executed and 


shuffled among the group members. 


“We set all courses [trips] up so that there are designated leadership roles that students can 
assume, and those roles vary from course to course depending on what's going on,” says 
wilderness guide Leslie Appling. “We have opportunities for peer leadership day in and day out. 
We've done that since the beginning. It's very consistent.” The cyclical nature of the days lulls 
participants into greater intimacy with the natural environment and each other, gradually giving 


them greater comfort with operating in the wild. 


A meditation retreat can also be cyclical, in that every day, participants follow the same schedule 
of taking meals, engaging in lessons, and meditating, a routine that gradually builds an intimacy 
with their own thought patterns and a change in their awareness. 
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Transformation 


What is it? 


A transformation is a fundamental 
change. The change can be big or small, 
but what makes it transformational is 
how close the change is to what makes 
someone who they are. Not all 
transformations are equal, and not all 
transformations come about in the same 
way. Transformation is hard if not 
impossible to measure because most 
measurements track the effects of the 
transformation, not the transformation 
itself. Sometimes what is worth 
measuring isn’t evident until the transformation is well underway. 


Well-designed experiences often leave you with a sense of wonder. Sometimes the 
transformation is in the tricky work of coming to terms with the wonder. If the experience is 
successful in delivering transformative potential, the participant cannot fully wrap their mind 
around what has happened; they cannot satisfactorily tame the splendor of the experience with 
serious judgment about what happened to them. Leaving an experience in a state of disoriented 
awe allows for the participant to reorder their world view and sense of self in order to make 
meaning out of what they went through. Transformation is an unraveling, followed by a slow 
and sometimes prolonged stitching back together. 


How others describe it: 


“(Ritual] can permit knowledge of what would otherwise not be known at all. It does 
not merely externalize experience, bring it out into the light of day, but it modifies 
experience in so expressing it.” 

= Mary Douglas, Anthropologist 
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“The human mind can only disengage itself from the magic circle of play by turning 
towards the ultimate. Logical thinking does not go far enough. Surveying all the 
treasures of the mind and all the splendors of its achievements we shall still find, at 
the bottom of every serious judgment, something problematical left. In our heart of 
hearts we know that none of our pronouncements are absolutely conclusive. At that 
point, where our judgment begins to waver, the feeling that the world is serious after 
all waivers with it.” 

—Johan Huizinga, Play Theorist 


Design tips 


If all the other pieces of the experience are in place—worthwhile risk, an effective magic circle, 
and a well executed experience structure—transformation can naturally proceed. When it 
happens, the most important thing to do is simply hold the space for the participants by letting 
the experience continue. That's what triggered the transformation, and that is what will bring it 
to complete fruition. 


It can be tempting to change the plan once people are having a strong response to something or 
when they are fully stripped down emotionally, psychologically, or physically. Here is where the 
skill of the facilitator is paramount. A skilled facilitator can recognize the bounds of safety and 
challenge to ensure that participants don’t venture past where their skills, the support of the 
experience structure, and the care of the group can carry them. A good facilitator will know 
when they can let a situation play out and give the participant the fullness of their own 
experience so they can fall into their transformation. Holding the space of transformation is not 
a responsibility to be taken lightly. 
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Transformation Can Be: Repetitive, Acute, or Dramatic 
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Transformation: Repetitive 


Definition 


Repetitive transformation happens 
through repeat exposure to something 
over a series of experiences. The shift in 
the participant may be gradual or sudden, 
but it comes about through habituating an 
experience that incrementally moves the 
transformation forward. 


Risks that pose a steep learning curve or 
are the product of severe estrangement 
on the part of the participants are good 
candidates for repetitive transformation. One concentrated experience might be more than the 
participant can stomach, resulting in trauma rather than connection and enrichment. Addressing 
the risk in smaller, more manageable chunks brings the participant along in a more sustained 
manner. A single encounter with the experience can produce a wow factor, but participants 
won't necessarily be changed by it. Experiences of repetitive transformation have a rich, 
exploratory quality that unfolds over multiple occasions. 


Elaboration 


At the sexually permissive gatherings of The Dirty Gentleman (TDG), transformation happens 
through repetitive exposure. 


The proprietor, known as Mr. Gentleman, aspires for transformation in both individuals and 
culture at large: “I personally feel that this set of rules [of etiquette] translates very well outside 
of this context, so there is an ulterior motive to post this as a set of generalized etiquette and 
manners so that we don’t fall back on assumptions of what is okay. Like, you shouldn’t make fun 
of someone for asking if they can give you a hug. No, support that! Say, ‘yes, that’s great. I'd love 
a hug,’ is really good, but saying ‘oh, that's stupid, why would you ask me?’ reinforces that in the 
wrong way. | think that’s a repetitive process that happens in really tiny, small things that 
happen all the time.” (For more on consent for platonic hugs, see social risk.) 
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After only two monthly gatherings, and a sit-down interview with Mr. Gentleman, | sensed TDG’s 
transformational potential. It has infected my manners and politeness in banal interactions even 
outside TDG's gatherings. While I'm finding some of my interactions now are more polite, others 
go in the other direction of being more direct. One regular attendee at the TDG quarterly socials 
cites that going to such gatherings has helped him be more confident and assertive in life. A set 
designer in his early 30s, he says, “I grew up with the idea that you shouldn't impose on other 
people’s lives in ways that they don’t want. So, | generally try to let other people speak or set 
myself aside where possible and give other people the attention or the floor as necessary.” TDG 
gives him the opportunity to try on a different set of behavior. “Being able to put on a role 
where I am engaging with the intersection of their desires and mine is very different than what | 
do in everyday life. It has been helpful in figuring out how that can translate back into everyday 
life. I feel more self-confident in general.” 
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Transformation: Acute 


Definition 


Acute transformation is produced by a change 
that is imposed on someone without warning, 
against their will, or otherwise beyond their 
control. In this case, the purpose of the 
‘experience is to help the participants adjust to 
the change that has happened in their world 
and get past the shock. Not transforming 
would mean being stuck as the world leaves 
them behind, often to their detriment. 


Elaboration 


Funerals are examples of acute 
transformation in which death is the dramatic and impactful event that triggers the need to 
engage with the funerary experience. Funerals are not so much a matter of finding closure, as is 
commonly believed; rather, they are about accepting the reality of death in general, and a new 
death in particular. Sometimes, you don’t get over a death; you get with it. 


Imagine if society was more attuned to the need for acute transformation. After a breakup or 
layoff, your closest friends might have smarter experiential tools to reach for than a night 
binging on the town. They wouldn't simply settle for helping you numb out. Instead, they'd help 
you tune into your new reality, and the richness of transformation. 
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